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‘Unattractive individuals were seen as having .very high ability _and
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— Based on research indicating the existence of a
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ABSTRACT

generalized positive stereotype of physically att active individuals,

the present study was designed to investigate £ effects of an
individual’s attractiveness on attributions abodt his - !
achievement-related behjavior. In the context of an accuracy“of-person
perception task, 162 male and female subjects were shown a photograph
of either a male or fiemale physically attractive or unattractive .
stimilus person. Subjects were told that the stimulus person had
aither succeeded or failed on an examination, and were asked to
attribyte the stimulustperson's success or failure to four
attributional categories (i.e., task difficulty, luck, ability, apd\.
effort). The results indicated that physical attractiveness affected
causal attributions, ‘especially for those who were unattractive.

expending much effort whep successful, but very low ability angé ’

effort expended when +hey|failed. This finding was especially

pronounced for female, as compared to male subjectsT A number of such §
sex-related findings are ‘discussed as well as ¢t implication of ‘

these findings for other attribution-type studies. (Ruthor) . o
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B T As Di&n, Bers;heid and Halster (1977)}Pake/noted physical )
’ //
¥ attractiveness M/ one of the most obviousg and accessible per-
sonal chaiacbe!istics. Huch research has recently been fogused
on physica;ﬁﬂ;

it seems/to indigate that an individual s physical attractiveness

is an iﬁgortant social cue evoking expectations about an indivi-

. dual” %,personality and behavior.' .

i In one study that investigated how expectations of others are

. affected by :r Andividual's attractiveness, Dion et al. showed sub-
PR , - i

r .

. , S - 9‘
jects . pictures of highly'attractive and unattractive individuals.

Subjects were/then‘askegfto\gvaluate each picture in' terms of a

J] . ‘“serles of personality and ife success sca1es. The results indi-
- cated that atkractive_indi duals were seen as being friendlier, *°

more sensitive, more.sincere, and more sociable, than unattractive
~ . . . . . . .

) individuals.

) ‘ : . 4
Moreover, ﬁhe'ﬂhysically‘attractive were expected to
i . R § N .
. - have more prestigeous occupations, 40*%e more happily married, and & o
to be more likely to(have guccessful social and pjﬁfessional lives

than the ungttractive.r ' . ’ —

~ - A numher of recent invcstigations have a1so shown that ﬁhysi-

v
" \§¥5 .calfattractivencss'can affect specific raxpectations about behavior.

H - 1 - ~

e For example, Clifford and Walster (1973) demonstrated the importance
? /
R

_ ” Vof physical attractiveness in iﬁgluencing how a student s academic
' pqtenqial is interpreted.

4 N 0'
C’“j . : : b -
.

. *Xresented at the Meetings of the Midwertern Psychological
G Association, Chichgo, May 1975.,
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As part of a study to ostensibly

el




determine the usefulness ‘of student records, fifth grade teachets‘

evaluated a student e academic file which included a photograph

of either an attractive or unattractive child. clifford and
V

_Halster_s*igsult% showed that teachers perceived attractive child-

ren “ag” being more intelligent, more 1ikely to-attein.aduanned
»education, and“more likely to have parents who are concerned with

academic achievement than unattractive children.
. , RN ¢ ‘
One implication of theje ‘two studies is that physical attrac~-

tiveness affects the type of causal attributions (cf. Kelly, l97l)

[y X -

made_ about ano%her's behavior. In essence, because the: physically

attractive are expected to be "better people” (e.g.,~possess bet~

9

. ter personalities), the causality for their behidvior may be seen

differently than for those who are physically unattractive. Data
A
relevant to this point flave been obtained in a study by Miller

(l970b) who found that causality for the behavioriof unattractive

Y
individuals was perceived to be more external than for attractive~.

indfviduals.

LS L)

task, and 1t seems likely that physicay;?xf%/ptiveness will affect
. f -
;w [ qw. :
-interpretations of such behavioral,ou gﬂ eSml Weiner and his col~-
' ﬁ :
leagues (e.g., Weiner, Frieze, Kulka”{;

]

4¢, Rest, & Rosenbaum, ;O
1971) ha/p prnposed that individuals éylpcate the causes of success’

and failure on achievemehggoriented taeks to four elements- (a) ‘

\

the persgn s ability, (bT’the amoujﬁ f effort, the,@grsgn expended

l(c) the difficulty of the task, and J ) the amount of luck the

A

person had. o / / - - N k;f, \

Accofﬁing to Weiner et al., thése c al factors differ from

one another along two dimensioﬂs.f One dimension is the stability
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of the causal elements over time. According to this differentiamion,

abiliti\and task difficulty are stable because?}hey are constant

for each task, uhile effort and luck-are highly unstable. A sec-_
/

ond dimension differentiates the causal elements in terms of in-.

)

D,

e

~r

ternalit?/externaliey. Because ahility and effort originate with- B
in the person they are internal causes, while task difficulty and
luck originate.outside the person iﬁ% are thus external causds.

Thé importance of distinguishing betwéen these catagories is that
- . o N
.they inply very different reactions to a person s behavior.
4 i .
.In a dition to considering-how attributious about achievement~ -

[ -

> ‘oriented be Vior are ffected by an individual's level of physi--
. J

\., N N

cal attractiveness, 1t 1s also’ important to consider the -interac-

\ i nd

tion of these vnriables with the perfeiver ‘8 Sex and the gsex of - -

1]

the stimulus person. A number of studies “(e.g:, Bar-Tal & Frieze,
. ' ] ) ,
1975; Feather, 1969 Simon & Feather, 1 973) ‘have demonstrated that

i

- - males and_ females & ight causes diffetentially. Women, for ex-
ample, tend to. rely ugre on exﬁernal carses than do men. Therg

}\, : have also been suggestiogns (e.g., Bar- Tal & Saxe, 1974; Mi}.er,-

_\investigators have found stronger

stimulus‘persons than for ma.e stimulus persons.-
s . . s
Given ‘the evidence that physgcal attractiveness serves as an

-

impcrtant social cue, the present study was designed to investi-

gate how an-individual's level of attractiveness affects attri-
butions about his/her behavior. In.addition, the study was de-

° 3 . N TN
signed to 9ssess possible interactions between the. perceiver 8

i

_sek and the sex of a stimulus person as they affect attractive- o

W , ’

-

‘ ness—meﬂiated,attributions. o
R ' g
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. F Method .- i o ' “\ I
: A R Lo N
Subjects - - - - .
b L -

Subjects were 162 male and female undergraduate students at the '

.

"University of Pittsburgh ‘. . E
Procednre =~ . - L -

Subjects (in groups of about 35),en¢@red a classroom and were.
: ’ A _ S VA
-given 'a set of experimental ‘materials by g male experimenter. In-
. . ) - . K
cluded, was a set of instquctions which was-also Tead to ‘the sub-
©

jects by the experimenter. The instructions indicated that the

- . . t

purpose of the study was go investigate the process of person per-

ception and that the experiment was designed to compare the person

b .
,

perception accuracy of untrained college students with that of a

/\

group of psychology graduate. students and facul@y. Subjects were .

-

asked to assume that they.were meeting a person for the first time
. AN ‘ .

and that the only information they had abouf the}person was that B

N

‘contained in their packet of experimental materials. : .

When subject: opened their experimental materials, they found
s R - -

a°passpprt—size ngtograph'of an individual and sere:ashed to indicate
their evaluationlot that person by conpleting six Likert.scales. °*
The black -and white photographs used were selected.from a college :‘
yearbookiand L.ad previousfy been evaluated on thevdimensionqof

N . ne ’ C .
- physical attractiveness by a group of eight judges (from the same

1}

~population as the\subjects). Using a'procedure Similab Qg‘Dion

et‘al.'s (1972), two photographs of hiqh .and low attraCtiveness of

L)

4 each sex yere selected.from those rated by the judges.

v

After evaluating the stimulus person, subjects read a short
!'

,gituational description about the person in the photograph. It

-

in%icated that the individual had either succeededybr failed an °

/'.-. 5
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: impertant exan. Baaed on’ this description, subjectu wcre aaked

ot

to indicate why they thought the stimulus peraon had succeeded
“or'fatled by dividing 100 points between WVeiner's f%ur attribut“

- 4onal categories. , ’ ’ .

e —

N . Results

Analyses of Evaluation Scales

o K 2x2x2 analysis of variance (Sek of subject x Sex of atimulus

,‘c

SRR 4 Attractiveness) wag conducted on,each of the six Likert scales.

“

N K

First,'the results of the analyses indicated that the manipulation

of attractiveness vas s%cceesfui and high attractive stinuli were
perceived aaﬁguch‘fﬁwie2 36, p - Gﬁi)fw Haine%fe%taﬁervattrac-
-tiveneas also indicated that aEtractive indi@@duals_were perceived
as ‘being more popular (F 46.87, 2_('0%1), as having moye prestige
(F=11.24, 2_(,001), but as less intelligent- (F=13 00, p {.001) then

those who were unattractive. - (The mean’ ratings for each of the"”

Sex of subjec“ and attractiveness (r= 6. 81 2 .01) which indicatad

that Female Subjeggg perceived attractive ‘st ulul peraons as least_'
. : i

as most trustworthy.

-

trustworthy aud unattractive stimulus person
In‘addition to the attractivenees-effe ts, tliere vere also mainv

efflects on several scales for two other factors. A sex of subject

PR

indicating that female subjectk rated the timuluafperson’s intelldi-"

[ [

. gence»significantly higher than did m71e subjects. THere was also a

s - -
. ' -
»
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Sex_nf stimnlue main effect on the prestige scale (P=4. 67, p ( 05)

,tige than female stimuli.~

- ject and/Outcone on causality ratings of exam difficulty (} prl)

I':.",- \

which indicated that male stimuli were judged as having more pres-

’

Analzaes of causilitx Ratings . o
Aaalyses/of variance. uexe_cnndncted on the number of _points

that subjects aseigned to each of the fnu; causal categories (luck,

<

exan difficulty, ability, and motivation). Because the way in
"which points were distributed resulted in a non—normal diatri&ution,'
all scores wvere transformed by an arcsin square root procedure '

(W:iner, 1971) A 2x2x2i2 analysis of variance (Sex of subject x

Sex of stimulps attractiveness X Outcome) "was then conducted on
transformed s%ores in each category. (The results from }hese

‘analyses are summariéed in Table 2.)

The analyses of variance yielded a number of significent main ’

q

effects. However, with,one exception*—on the Sex of subject

~
"

Chctor--each of theSe éffects was constrained by interactions.

he simple main effect was on the motivati?ﬁ\gcefes and indicated'
. ]

ﬁhat female subjects t nded to place less weight on notivation
’

than did male subjectsi(§?23.3lrye. §#29.39). (Mean ratings for
"each condition are shown in Table 3.) - . . , e
¢+ TInsert Table 3 about here

Several two-way interactions were obtained between Sex of sub-
e . : H ‘

1

\




<

\ _and ability (2 <.01). .The interactiona indicated that female sub-

jJects in the failure conditiona perceived the exam as more. diffd-
Ve

cult than aubjecta in any of the other conditiona (M=55. 91),

.uhile_ienaleigubjecta in the success conditicna perceived the exaw

aa'leaa difficult/%han other:anbjectaflu-lk'OS) 'doi ability ratiaga_w -
an interaction:s howed that female subjects perceived the atinulua
peraona as having the leaat ability (M-lb 54) in the failure con-
ditiona and the most Ability (M=49.24) “in thg?aucceaa conditions.
Several important interactions involving Attractiveness of the'
atinulua person vere alao obtained. An interactidgfbetween Sex of
stimulus and Attractiveneaa for luck ratings (2 <, OQ). wvas found
and indicated ‘that -attractive males were perceived as having ch"
most luck (M=12. 50), while unattractive males wvere perceived as
‘having the least luck (M-B 33). .i? additio;? there were aigni-‘
ficant interactiona (Sex of stimulus x Attractiveness) on ratings.
’of ekam difficulty (p <. 05) and ability (p < 05) Theae inteﬁactidna
indicated that Lhe exanm waa perceived as least ditficult for attrac-
tive -females (M-Z? 15), @hile attractive femalea vere also- judébd
_as having the highest’ ability (M=38. 13). For/unatttactive femalea,
~the exanm was perceived ag more diﬁiicult (M=36.59) than for any \%%
other individuala and unat%ractive femaées vere perceived as havingﬁx‘

the least ability (M=28. 76). e ¥ ",

There‘%ere also three aignificant Attractivencaa ‘by Outcome

4
/.

'fhteractions on ratinge of. exam difficulty: (p <.01), ability
(p <.05), and notivation. ‘The interactions indicated that when
'attractive individuals were sudceasfu11 the ‘exam was perceiVed as

least . difficult for them (M-l3¢12),,they were judged aa having the
(.

moat abilicy (M=47.93), .and tﬂey wtre seen as havipg ‘the most

-ﬁ‘ ‘8




’ lotivation (H-3l 73). However, when unattractive Andividuals
\. ' : failed the exam was perceived as more difficult for theam than N
for other 1ndividuals (u-sz 33), they were judged as - having the I
*—tmmnttrmﬁﬁ—ﬁwmj,fké%t mtivati—on {u-zo ~G¥)
. Three-way interactions (Sex of)eubject x Attractivenese X
Outcoue) vere also obtait‘l on ratings of exam difficulty (2_ <.01)
and ability (n <.Q5). The interactions dndicated that the pre- .
viously described tendency to evaluate unattractive individuals
very highly when they aucceed “(and very low when they, fail) is es-
pesially pronounced for female subjects.

Discussion

The reaults of . the present experiment indicate, first, that.

the positive stereotype of the physically attractive (cf. Dion

et al., 1972; Miller, l970a), does not exiet under all conditiona.,
While subjects clearly ided‘lfied the physically attractive indi-
viduals as such, they did not uniformly rate: the ettrective indi-
viduals positively. .Thus, on scales which asseseedointelligence
and trustworthiness, the unattractive were reted higher than the
attractive. o | .4 ‘l | )

A aedond set of reaults.froQ;the present ;tudy are perﬁgpg//// .
more significant and indicate that physical attractiveness can
serve as an importaq; antecedent of causal attributiona. Subjects,
whenvasked to attribute the reason for a person's success or fail- |
ure, appeared t. be influenced by the individual's physicﬁl attryc-
tiveness.; The way 1in which physical attractiveneaa opérates to in-
fluence these perceptions is not-at all gimple, and our results in-
'dicated a number of interactions between not only physical attrac-

tiveness and task outcome, but also between physical attractiveness

and’ both the subject's and stimulus person d’aex.




R .. i )

| ) ’ « e N 9 .

In particular, outcome seems to have a profound effect on the

fu

vay in which unettractive etiuuli are‘perceived.-.When an unsttrac-

tive'person is successful, ne or she 1a evaluated as baving very

-

high a bility snd notivation ‘and as baving an* eaey taek yet, /Ken
”thtt gnattrtctive individuol faila. hd o: she 11 evaluated anihav-
'ing very low ability and motivation. These findings suggest ﬁhat
low physical attractiveness may serve‘as an inhibitory cause
(Kelly, 1971) when unﬁttractive individuals‘are euccesaful but

. when .they fail it may become a facilitative cause. That is, when:
an unattractiv@ person succeeds, their success ie perceived ;s oc~
curing in spite of their,negative‘characteristics, and they are

rated the hiéhest‘on.sucgﬁscaleg,as ability. ~gowever,iwhen an un-

, attractive person fails, the hegative perception’of them is merely

.
- 1]

o . reinforced. e . . Cos ; ,
| " Not surprisingly, one strong finding obtained in thg*present P
'study was thst males and females were judged different1y on the .
basis of their physical attractiveness. Similar to Bar- Tai and | s$§§
Saxe s (1974) finding that a uniformlz p0sitive stereotype does ) v
not exist for attractive males, in the present study attractive
A.males %ere perceived as having lower ability, and more luck than
the unattractive. Our asSumption is -tnat both of these causal
ascriptions imply negative evaluations._ While the attractiveness
_literature (cf. Berscheid & Walster; 1974) has not focused on sex

.
N . . .

differences in the attractiveness steraotype, it is certainly

T

“-reasonable to assume that such differénces exist. Given ‘the ob-
vious differential emphasis in our cul*urh on male and female )

beauty, it is only puzzling that these differences have not ap-
g “
pesred elsewhere and it suggests an important area for further

rosearch. ‘ . 10 .
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10
One other iaportant finding is that for fqule aubjecta the |

tendency to perceive outcome differentially according to the stim-
a M L4 o\_ -
ulus person's physical attractiveneea 18 eepecially pronOunced.

/

’lror exanpie, on ability»teorea~efenale—subjecta—attributed_more ,lllwlf

ahility to succeaaful unattractive individuala-than did aalea, hut l_l,:
they attributed less ability tonan unattractive individual who
‘~£ailed. One explanation forathia diecrepancy between nalee and

fenalgp ia that - femalea are*oocializ%d in our aociety to. be nore‘

conde;ned with aeethetica and they probably weigh attractiveneaa

more heavily in making inferencea about other 8 behavior. Another

poaaible explanation is that females, bgcauae their ‘own attrac-
‘tivenese 18 used by others in evaluating them, are extremely aen-.
'aitive to othera physical attractiveneaa. It would be intereating,

in thia regard, to examine the effect of the subject 8 own attrac-
__tiveneaa upon hie or her rttinga of othera. <K{M' /

In aunmary, the preeent reaults,'vhile casting doubt on the-

unidimenaional ecereotype of phyaical attractivenesa for both malea".ﬂ
“and femalesj\also have implicatione ‘for research on attributional -

'proceaaea.-,I\ -in fact, phyeical attractiveness can serve as an

¥
important ante edent af attributions, one can expect differencea «

in resulta between atudiee that have _only preaented behavioral de~

scriptiona, and

\

tudies that involve high and low levela of inter-

action.
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Difficulty :

Abflity

b ‘ 4
‘Motivation

of Subject (A) 1,146 .07 5.35%

: /'20 *

8.16%%

. e of St:lmulus Person (B) 1,146 .07 s ., 180/ 2,94
'/ rel of Attractiveness (C) ]:,‘146l .60 1.35 B 1.32,‘v .29
tcome (D) g : 1,146 _2.81° 198.414%% 141,75_*** 9.98%*
Ax B T e .02 .24 a7 . .63
;,»' Ax ¢ To. 1,146 R .55 ‘59\2.04'
; AxD ' 1,146 .03 9I98kF  G.92%k 1,19
J "Bxc . 1,146 4.38% 4174 " a0k s +3%
< C BxD VAR | e '1,146 .00 - ;115 ".'17 .15
L cwwr / ! \,146 3.07 8.'3'2: 5,00+ 4.99% °
AxBxC . 1,146 2.43 7.6 1.09 | 1.89 ot
J Ax Bx D 1,146 3.07. . .0 | .01 45 )
AxCxD. | ';,146 17 9.2 3.62¢ 0 1.51
.BX Cx D - : 1146 .01\ 1. ,__".'é'a, 73,34
A x B'x ¢ x 5 1,146 .14 .71 .59 a1
’};E:ﬁ b . ! .
| a}’"‘“ﬁ"‘” Note.--Points were transformed by an ares )r square root procedure
. ";;’(;*3;5 before. analysis. . (
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